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Adoption wars: inequality, child welfare and (social) justice 
Dr Derek Kirton 
$GRSWLRQKDVORQJKHOGDFDSDFLW\WRµSXQFKDERYHLWVZHLJKW¶DVDSXEOLFLVVXH, combining 
human interest with debate on the nature of family and kinship, and crucially their complex 
intersections with a range of social divisions (Garrett, 2002). Such factors readily create 
potential for (fierce) contestation.  
This article charts recent conflicts over adoption in England [note 1], with a primary focus on 
the periods of coalition and Conservative government (2010-present (2018)). Exploring the 
conflicts will involve examining: who are the principal protagonists?; over what ground are 
the battles fought?; how do they relate to the wider fields of child welfare, and the part played 
there by inequalities and struggles for (social) justice; what is the potential for peace-making? 
Although the terrain can be seen as multi-site, multi-level and multi-faceted, it is possible to 
discern clear affinities with particular value and belief systems. In important ways, the 
µadoption wars¶ FDQEHVHHQDVPDQLIHVWDWLRQVRIZLGHUµFXOWXUHZDUV¶ between proponents of 
conservative/orthodox and liberal/progressive values respectively (Hunter, 1991).  
Contemporary adoption is shaped by its history, and while there are various nuanced 
periodisations extant (e.g. Triseliotis et al, 1997; Lowe, 2000; Sales, 2012), in ideal typical 
terms, it is possible to distinguish EHWZHHQµROG¶DQGµQHZ¶PRGHOs of adoption. The former, 
cemented in the mid 20th century, emphasised the severance of relationships for all concerned 
(children, birth mothers/parents and adoptive parents), closely linked to secrecy, the 
avoidance of stigma and upholding the norms of the nuclear family and conservative gender 
roles.  
The new model involved efforts to extend adoption to children deemed as difficult to find 
homes for on grounds of age, disability or race and associated efforts to widen the pool of 
2 
 
potential adopters (e.g. older or single applicants, or those already with biological children) 
(Triseliotis et al, 1997). Improved welfare support, declining stigma and legalisation of 
abortion led to a sharp decline in µYROXQWDU\UHOLQTXLVKPHQW¶E\\RXQJPRWKHUVZKLOH
adoption by relatives was strongly discouraged. Overall, the number of adoptions in England 
and Wales fell precipitately ± from a peak of 24,831 in 1968 to below 10,000 by the early 
1980s (Teague, 1989). Adoption from public care became increasingly central to overall 
adoption figures, while remaining very low in relation to the population of looked after 
children. Permanency policies, enshrining efforts to provide security for children in state care 
(inside or outside the birth family) through swift and decisive action, sparked significant 
opposition as effectively facilitating adoption (Fox Harding (1991). Class inequality figured 
prominently in the critique, with writers like Holman (1978), pointing to the gulf between the 
resources available to typical birth parents compared with their overwhelmingly middle class 
adoptive counterparts. Increasing adoption from care brought a rise in contested proceedings, 
where parental consent could be overridden (Ryburn, 1994). Paradoxically, however, the 
significance of birth relatives was ERRVWHGE\JURZLQJVXSSRUWIRUµRSHQQHVV¶, or forms of 
ongoing contact for adopted children, building on the rights of adopted adults to access 
original birth certificates and adoption records (Ryburn, 1998; Sales, 2012).  
 
The Children Act 1989 and review of Adoption Law  
While clearly dHOLPLWHGWKH&KLOGUHQ$FW¶V(CA89) emphasis on partnership with birth 
parents appeared to herald a shift away from the use of (contested) adoption as a child 
welfare option and towards openness within it. A review of adoption law was launched to 
consider its workings in the context of the CA89, and as Triseliotis et al (1997: 111) argue, 
adoption was clearly put under critical scrutiny, with the review even giving consideration to 
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abolishing it. However, this context began to be transformed during the 1990s as adoption 
was cast as a potential if partial solution to a range of social problems from teenage 
parenthood and welfare dependency to anti-social behaviour, while offering important fiscal 
benefits (Morgan, 1998). A second important factor was the developing discourse of 
µSROLWLFDOFRUUHFWQHVV¶RUµPC¶, used in the context of the culture wars (Hunter, 1991) 
primarily to characterise the perceived over-zealous and oppressive pursuit of equality, 
including through WKHµSROLFLQJ¶RIODQJXDJHDQGWKRXJKW,QWKH8.VRFLDOZRUNZDVUHDGLO\
branded as strongly influenced by PC, with adoption (and especially criteria for adoptive 
parenthood) the prime example (Philpot, 1999). As an antidote, the Conservative government 
RI-RKQ0DMRUIUDPHGLWVUHIRUPVDVµFRPPRQVHQVH¶URRWHGLQµIDPLO\YDOXHV¶, but failed to 
legislate (Garrett, 2002).  
Although contextualised by a broad social investment programme for children, the New 
/DERXUJRYHUQPHQW¶VDSSURDFKWRDGRSWLRQsimilarly represented a response to media claims 
about PC influences (Garrett, 2002), ZLWKLWVSRSXOLVPVLJQDOOHGE\7RQ\%ODLU¶V Prime 
Minister¶V review (Performance and Innovation Unit (PIU), 2000). Widely expected to mount 
a significant assault on PC, the report was more measured, but the resulting Adoption and 
Children Act 2002 (ACA02) aimed to increase the scale of adoption from public care 
significantly through a combination of administrative measures, improved support for 
adopters and the setting of targets. A controversial amendment to the ACA02, allowing 
unmarried (including same sex) couples to adopt, was passed, primarily due to its offer of 
more adoptions while also signifying a decline in anti-gay prejudice (Garrett, 2002). Having 
risen sharply in the early 2000s, by mid-decade, adoption numbers began to fall, influenced 
by controversies surrounding targets and financial incentives, religious agencies¶ reluctance 
to embrace same sex adoption and rising media criticism of alleged µwrongful adRSWLRQ¶





Despite early social liberalisation XQGHU'DYLG&DPHURQ¶VOHDGHUVKLSWKH&RQVHUYDWLYHSDUW\
in opposition soon returned to the problem of PC as a barrier to increased adoption (Bennett, 
2008). Plans were to become closely intertwined with a campaign mounted by The Times, 
and the moral entrepreneurialism of Martin Narey, a former Chief Executive of Barnardo¶s, 
who ZURWHDµEOXHSULQW¶UHSRUWIRUWKHSDSHU1DUH\DQGZDVDOPRVWVLPXOWDQHRXVO\
appointed as the gRYHUQPHQW¶VDGYLVRURQDGRSWLRQ. Widely criticised for its anecdotal 
quality, the report was fiercely critical of an alleged anti-adoption culture within social work 
and called for a fourfold increase in the number of adoptions. This stance was strongly 
endorsed by the then Secretary of State for Education, Michael Gove, himself adopted, and 
Cameron.  
Battles over the scale and nature of adoption are, as outlined above, by no means new, but 
their particular ferocity during the periods of coalition and Conservative government 
arguably reflects two main factors. First, the reforms were (avowedly) intense, in aiming to 
revive and extend %ODLU¶Vearlier stalled initiative: whether in their ambition, the strength of 
the media-political nexus, or a more openly confrontational approach towards social workers 
and local authorities.  In a contested arena, Fox Harding (1991: 221) discusses the possibility 
WKDWµHDFKVwing of thinking sets in train its own backlash¶JLYLQJULVHWRDµSHQGXOXPHIIHFW¶ 
and it is noteworthy that the adoption wars fought in England have not been replicated 
elsewhere in the UK in the absence of such radical reform. A second important factor is 
austerity, where cuts to living standards of poor families (including their gendered and 
ethnicised patterns) have been seen to increase child welfare pressures, while there has been 
reduced funding for family support services and availability of legal help. In this context, an 
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aggressive promotion of adoption appears in various ways to (further) exploit the 
vulnerabilities of predominantly poor families, as has been argued in the US (Whitt-Woosley 
and Sprang, 2014). It was on the basis of ethical and human rights concerns that the British 
Association of Social Workers (BASW) launched an enquiry into the role of social work in 
adoption in 2016 (see Discussion).  
   
Adoptable children  
For looked after children, the route to adoption typically comprises decisions: first, to remove 
them from their parents/carers on grounds of maltreatment or parental failure to cope; second, 
that the removal should be irreversible; and third, that adoption is the preferred choice for 
their long term or permanent care. Each stage has its distinct disputations, but there are also 
often discernible stances on the desirability of adoption. This is captured in regular jousting 
RYHUDGRSWLRQDVDµILUVWUHVRUW¶RUµODVWUHVRUW¶, that while partly reflecting different stages of 
the process, also reveal powerful dispositional conflicts as played out in the domains of social 
work and law.  
Prevention (of entry to state care) and reunification of children with birth families are crucial 
bDWWOHJURXQGVDQGWKHGLYLVLRQLQWRµIDPLO\VXSSRUW¶DQGµFKLOGSURWHFWLRQUHVFXH¶FDPSVLV
well-known (Fox Harding, 1991; Gilbert et al, 2011). Focal points for contention include: the 
part played by poverty in the etiology and construction of child maltreatment; the importance 
RIWLPHVFDOHVWKHEDODQFLQJRIFKLOGUHQ¶VDQGDGXOWV¶ULJKWVDQGQHHGVDQGWKHRXWFRPHVRI
different pathways.  
In recent years, there has been a reawakening of interest in poverty and inequalities 
underpinning child welfare problems - including their links with more recognised proximal 
factors such as parental mental ill-health, substance misuse or domestic abuse ± and state 
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responses to them (Pelton, 2015; Bywaters et al, 2016). From this critical stance, adoption is 
seen as the HQGSRLQWRIDµFKLOGUHVFXH¶SKLORVRSK\DWWHPSWLQJWRDYRLGDQGGHOHJLWLPLVH
redistribution or other supports to poor families (Gillies et al, 2017). The counter to such 
arguments is to downplay the significance of poverty, in softer forms emphasising that abuse 
and neglect are multi-factorial DQGWKDWµWKHPDMRULW\RISRRUSDUHQWVGRQRWPDOWUHDWWKHLU
FKLOGUHQ¶:DUGand Brown, 2016: 225), while harder versions essentially dismiss its 
relevance (Morgan, 1998; Narey, 2011).  
7KHQRWLRQRIDµFKLOG¶VVHQse of tiPH¶LVQRWQHZ*ROGVWHLQHWDO, 1973), but has recently 
gained impetus through neuroscientific evidence on the impact of neglect on infant brain 
development and, in turn, the need for speedy permanence (Narey, 2011, Department for 
Education (DfE), 2012%URZQDQG:DUG¶V UHSRUWµ'HFLVLRQ-PDNLQJZLWKLQDFKLOG¶V
WLPHIUDPH¶FDOOVIRUJUHDWHUXUJHQF\LQDV\VWHPWKDWLVWRRVORZDQGLQGHFLVLYHLQDGGUHVVLQJ
issues of child maltreatment.  Their research, prominently cited in government policy 
documents (DfE, 2012) has been at the centre of two sharp academic exchanges.  One has 
focused on the strength of the neuroscience, which critics claim is over-hyped (Wastell and 
White, 2012), while the second highlights their perceived neglect of material factors shaping 
IDPLOLHV¶OLYHVDQGVHUYLFHSURYLVLRQDQGDUJXHVWKDWµGHFLVLYHQHVV¶LVELDVHGWRZDUGV
permanent removal and implicitly adoption (Bywaters, 2015). The substance of the academic 
debates (where differences may not be as great as they appear) is arguably less important than 
the respective positionings DQGµVWHHUV¶LQUHODWLRQWRFKLOGZHOIDUHDQGDGRSWLRQ 
If in principle no-one would condone delay, advocates of family support contend that the 
QRWLRQRIWKHµFKLOG¶VWLPHVFDOHV¶VHUYHVODUJHOy as a disciplinary device for parents to address 
their difficulties rapidly (often with limited help) or face losing their children (Holt and Kelly 




also relevant (Tanner and Turney, 2003).    
These battles are played out on the terrain of attention and chances, with adoption advocates 
contending that the child welfare system often grants too much and too many, respectively to 
parents, to the detriment of children (PIU, 2000, Narey, 2011). High rates of breakdown and 
re-abuse in reunifications, (Ward et al, 2012; Farmer, 2014) have bolstered pro-adoption 
arguments, but the implication that return is attempted too frequently must be set against the 
challenges of applying this nostrum to individual cases. Critics also point to the relative lack 
of resources, status and political will devoted to reunification work compared with substitute 
family care and locate this within wider patterns of inequality (Farmer, 2014; Whitt-Woosley 
and Sprang, 2014).  
Despite the methodological challenges, researchers have also sought to compare how children 
fare when adopted or remaining with their birth families (Doughty, 2015). Unsurprisingly, 
given the many inequalities involved, such comparison has generally favoured adoption and 
is readily utilised by its supporters (Morgan, 1998; Narey, 2011). Equally, however, this 
approach has been strongly resisted as inappropriate, in part because of the significance many 
attach to (biological) relationships, but also a feared slippage towards a position where 
IDPLOLHVULVNSHUPDQHQWO\ORVLQJWKHLUFKLOGUHQEHFDXVHDQRWKHUIDPLO\LVUHJDUGHGDVµEHWWHU¶
(Bywaters, 2015).  
 
Options for permanence  
Debates on options for substitute care KDYHLQFOXGHGDVLJQLILFDQWIRFXVRQµRXWFRPHV¶EXW
again value differences persist and there is an important sub-text of inequality when adoption 
is compared with kinship care. Comparisons of adoption and foster care have divided 
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between those that posit no real differences (once other factors are taken into account) and 
those concluding that adoption enjoys some modest advantages, notably in terms of stability 
and (felt) security (see e.g. Triseliotis et al, 1997; Biehal et al, 2010). However, both the 
extent and implications for adoption of any differences remain strongly contested.  
Since their introduction in 2005, special guardianship orders (SGOs) ± which offer a more 
limited and reversible transfer of parental responsibility than adoption - have become 
increasingly embroiled with the adoption wars. SGOs were intended to apply to particular 
groups of children (including those with strong birth family relationships, unaccompanied 
asylum±seeking children and children from communities with cultural or religious objections 
to adoption (PIU, 2000)).  It was always likely that those sceptical towards, or opposed to 
adoption, would seek to utilise SGOs and Narey (2011) is highly critical, referring to special 
guardianship as DQµXQKDSS\FRPSURPLVH¶DQGRIWHQNHHSLQJFKLOGUHQZLWKLQµG\VIXQFWLRQDO
HQYLURQPHQWV¶ 
The continuing rise of SGOs as adoption numbers fell further fuelled suspicions that they 
were being used as a substitute order, but research evidence seems to contradict this, with 
some evidence of positive correlation at local authority level (Wade et al. 2014). Bilson 
(2017) has further argued that the combined use of adoption and SGOs is important when 
understanding the (growing) extent of permanent removal of children. Following concerns 
about the quality of some special guardianship placements, the Conservative government 
sought to reinvigorate the drive to adoption ± E\HPSKDVLVLQJFKLOGUHQ¶VQHHGIRUOLIHORQJ
stability and high quality care (Children and Social Work Act 2017, s8) and tightening 
assessment criteria for SGOs. However, critics have argued that this highlights special 
JXDUGLDQVKLS¶Vlesser status, prompting calls for parity with adoption in terms of support 
infrastructure, policy and practice (Harwin et al, 2016). Similarly, research on the stability of 
SGOs has been somewhat inconclusive in its impact within the adoption wars, showing lower 
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rates of disruption for adoption, but generally low rates also for SGOs. (Selwyn et al. 2014; 
Harwin and Alrouh, 2017).  
 
Contested adoption, rights and legal struggles   
In the 1990s, adoption without parental consent faced significant critique, as poorly aligned 
with thH&$¶VSDUWQHUVKLSHWKRVDQGDs damaging in its adversarial nature (Ryburn, 1994).  
The adoption law review proposed a higher threshold for dispensing with parental consent, 
UHTXLULQJWKDWWKHDGYDQWDJHVRIDGRSWLRQZHUHµVRVLJQLILFDQWO\JUHDWHUWKDQ¶DQ\DOWHUQDWLYHV
as to justify overriding parental wishes - but this was rejected in favour of the simpler and 
VHHPLQJO\ORZHUKXUGOHRIZKHQµWKHZHOIDUHRIWKHFKLOGUHTXLUHVLW¶(ACA02 s52(1)(b)). 
0RUHUHFHQWO\WKHWHUPµIRUFHGDGRSWLRQ¶KDVFRPHLQWRXVHEXWLVKLJKO\FRQWURYHUVLDOIRULWV
implicit parallels with more infamous episodes in aGRSWLRQKLVWRU\VXFKDV$XVWUDOLD¶VµVWROHQ
JHQHUDWLRQ¶RIDERULJLQDOFKLOGUHQPLOLWDU\GLFWDWRUVKLSV¶UHPRYDORIWKHFKLOGUHQRISROLWLFDO
RSSRQHQWVRUWKHµFRHUFLYH¶WUHDWPHQWRIXQPDUULHGPRWKHUV'RXJKW\:DUGand 
Brown, 2016). However, even disFRXQWLQJWKHPRUHFRQVSLUDWRULDOYLHZVRIWKHVWDWH¶V
determination to remove children (e.g. as espoused by MP John Hemmings, journalist 
Christopher Booker or activist Ian Joseph), the draconian nature of adoption without consent 
means it is likely to feel µIRUFHG¶WRPRVWbirth parents and other family members involved.  
Another contentious issue is UK exceptionalism with regard to adoption without consent. 
Although most states allow this, it is clear that the UK (along with the US) is highly unusual 
in the scale of such adoption (Fenton-Glynn, 2016). Questions have also been raised 
UHJDUGLQJDGRSWLRQZLWKRXWFRQVHQW¶VFRPSDWLELOLW\ZLWKKXPDQULJKWVDQGFKLOGUHQ¶VULJKWV
IUDPHZRUNVLQFOXGLQJWKRVHUHODWLQJWRIDPLO\OLIHDQGFKLOGUHQ¶VULJKWs to be cared for by 




1) but European Court of Human Rights case judgements have broadly upheld its use as 
proportionate (Doughty, 2015).  
Within adoption wars, courts have been alternateO\FRQVWUXFWHGDVOLWWOHPRUHWKDQDµUXEEHU
VWDPS¶ZLWKUHJDUGWRVRFLDOZRUNGHFLVLRQPDNLQJ5\EXUQ1HDODQG/RSH], 2016) or 
as a serious barrier to adoption in their perceived willingness to grant multiple µRSSRUWXQLWLHV¶
to birth parents or relatives. Research suggests a more complex view of legal processes 
(Masson et al, 2008), but the coalition reforms made clear attempts to streamline proceedings 
though time limits and reductions in the involvement of expert witnesses and court scrutiny 
of care plans. This has heightened concerns over the powerlessness and often vulnerability of 
birth parents, exacerbated by inequalities of class, gender (Neal and Lopez, 2016) and 
ethnicity (Gupta and Lloyd--RQHVDQGWKHZD\VLQZKLFKWKHµZHOIDUHRIWKHFKLOG¶
serves to consistently trump their rights (Harris-Short, cited Doughty, 2015). Conversely, for 
adoption advocates this is a clear moral (and sometimes wider societal) imperative rather than 
an instrument of oppression.  
Luckock and Broadhurst (2013) concluded from a file analysis of contested cases that local 
authority plans for adoption appeared reasonable in the circumstances and that the legal 
IUDPHZRUNIRUGHFLVLRQPDNLQJZDVµUREXVWZLWKUHJDUGWRSDUHQWV¶ULJKWV¶ (:8), including 
legal representation. However, they also noted familiar issues regarding lack of support to 
birth parents during the process, their perception that contact was primarily used to gather 
more evidence against them, and scope for more proactive engagement with other birth 
relatives.  
7KHJRYHUQPHQW¶VSURPRWLRQRIµIRVWHULQJIRUDGRSWLRQ¶± where a child is placed with a 
foster family who then become (prospective) adopters once that plan is agreed in the court - 
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has been particularly contentious. The rationale is clear for the child and adopters in terms of 
continuity and attachment, but critics argue that this arrangement may wRUNDVDµIDLW
DFFRPSOL¶SUHYHQWLQJ reunification or placement with relatives (Nickols, 2014) and 
particularly when the original entry into care is on a voluntary basis, that it can jeopardise 
SDUHQWV¶OHJDOULJKWV(Gupta and Lloyd-Jones, 2016).  
Pivotal moments in child welfare W\SLFDOO\DULVHIURPFKLOGSURWHFWLRQµVFDQGDOV¶RIXQGHU- 
and over-intervention, but in the adoption reform process, such a moment came from court 
judgements. 2VWHQVLEO\DERXWELUWKSDUHQWV¶OHJDOULJKWVWRRSSRVHDGRSWLRQVWKHFDVHVRIRe 
B [2013] UKSC 33 and Re B-S [2013] EWCA Civ 1146 prompted a much wider judicial 
overview of adoption practice (Doughty, 2015). In the former, it was emphasised that 
adoption should be regarded as appropriate µZKHQQRWKLQJHOVHZLOOGR¶ZKLOHWKHODWWHUZDV
widely (if not universally) perceived as lowering the threshold for parents to oppose adoption 
orders (Munby, 2013). More significantly, the judgement in re B-S was highly critical of 
µVORSS\¶social work, deemed often to lack reasoning and evidence for adoption 
recommendations, and suggested that it was WLPHWRµFDOODKDOW¶ to such practice (Doughty, 
2015: 342).  
Its impact appeared dramatic, with sharp falls of 20 per cent in the number of adoptions from 
care from the 2014-15 peak and a 45 per cent decline in placement orders between 2012-13 
and 2016-17 (DfE, 2017). Unsurprisingly, this change was greeted very differently ± from a 
clear move in the direction of human rights and social justice (Gupta and Lloyd-Jones, 2016) 
to reintroducing delay into the system and jeopardising FKLOGUHQ¶VFKDQFHVRIDGRSWLRQ
(Masson, 2014).  




drive to radically and rapidly increase the scale of adoption (Bainham, 2015). As the effects 
of re B-S became apparent, the Adoption LeadersKLS%RDUGLVVXHGDµP\WKEXVWHU¶ZKLFK
emphasised that the law had not changed, but in further guidance, President of the Family 
Division LJ Munby pointedly chose not to endorse this document (Doughty, 2015). 
Moreover, speeches given by senior judges have continued to display a degree of scepticism 
towards adoption (McFarlane, 2017).  
 
2SHQQHVVDQGWKHµOHJDOILFWLRQ¶RIDGRSWLRQ 
As noted earlier, the emergence of openness is a NH\PDUNHURIWKHVKLIWIURPµROG¶WRµQHZ¶
adoption. In both the UK and the US, it has remained a focus for conflict between 
µWUDGLWLRQDOLVWV¶ZKRregard it as holding little value for children and threatening placements 
through destabilisation (Morgan, 1998)DQGµSURJUHVVLYHV¶IRUZKRPopen adoption is more 
aligned ZLWKµFRPPXQLFDWLYHRSHQQHVV¶DQGfamily diversity and generally beneficial for all 
members of the adoption triangle. In a 1990s academic skirmish, Ryburn (1998) argued from 
WKLVSRVLWLRQWKDWDGRSWLRQVKRXOGPLUURUWKHµQHJRWLDWHG¶SUDFWLFHVLQGLYRUFHFDVHV. In 
response, Quinton et al (1998: 3) accused Ryburn of an idealised view, characterising open 
DGRSWLRQDVDµVRFLDOH[SHULPHQW¶Interestingly, DGRSWLYHSDUHQWVLQ6\NHV¶VVWXG\
highlighted differences of class and income as barriers to openness. An enduring 
methodological problem in open adoption research has been that of self-selection bias, which 
makes it difficult to generalise the broadly positive findings to wider populations (Neil et al, 
2015).  
This has led to an uneasy stalemate, whereby commentators question why the research has 
not led to wider practice of open adoption (Sales, 2012; Jones, 2016), yet it is clear that 
professionals frequently keep this to the fairly minimal level of periodic µOHWWHUER[¶
13 
 
exchanges of information. When involved in research, and though often ambivalent (Biehal et 
al, 2010), children have typically expressed either a desire for increased contact or the status 
quo (see Jones, 2016 for summary).  
Struggles over open adoption have also been present in the legal domain, especially on the 
question of whether contact with birth relatives should be ordered against the adoptive 
parents¶ wishes. Mandated contact has been very rare, but some legal commentators have 
challenged this rarity, disputing any deterrent effect on adopters coming forward and 
emphasising FRQWDFW¶V child-centredness (Bainham, 2015). The apparent µSRVVHVVLYHQHVV¶ of 
closed adoption has also been questioned, with Lowe (2000) for example, asking why 
adoption has to entail complete legal severance from birth families and calling for more 
nuanced provision. Conversely, however, Smith and Logan (2002) have argued that 
µSRVVHVVLYHQHVV¶LQWKHVHQVHRIFRPPLWPHQWWRWKHFKLOGcan promote more secure 
parenthood for adopters, and this in turn may facilitate dealing with contact.  
Contemporary battle lines have been re-drawn with the Children and Families Act 2014 
(CFA14) removal of a general duty to promote contact for looked after children (including 
those placed for adoption) and the presumption that siblings should be placed together. Both 
moves were initiated by Narey and aimed to boost adoption numbers and speed. While not 
addressing open adoption directly, Narey (2011) makes his sentiments very clear in a 
rhetorical plea for adopters to be regarded as the FKLOG¶VµUHDODQGRQO\SDUHQWV¶Recent 
judicial comment however, has questioned adopters¶ effective right of veto over otherwise 
beneficial contact for children and more broadly the viability of closed adoption in a 
changing landscape of social media (McFarlane, 2017). 
 
Slaying the dragon of PC - approving adopters  
14 
 
For many years, the recruitment and assessment of adoptive parents has witnessed some of 
the fiercest fighting of the adoption wars, if often taking the asymmetrical form of 
mainstream media and politicians laying siege to social workers and local authorities.  
There are two separate but interrelated lines of attack. The first is that the assessment of 
prospective adopters is unnecessarily petty, intrusive and bureaucratic, leading to delay and 
deterrent effects on applicants (PIU, 2000, DfE, 2012). The professional counter to this is that 
DGRSWLRQKDVEHFRPHLQFUHDVLQJO\FRPSOH[LQOLJKWRIFKLOGUHQ¶VPDOWUHDWPHQWDQGoften 
special needs and that adopters may be naïve in that regard (Sagar and Hitchings, 2007). A 
second, and more incendiary, terrain is that the process of approval is beset with PC. Some 
aspects of this relate to health issues such as the alleged exclusion of those who smoke or are 
overweight, but even more heavyweight matters stem from intersections with factors such as 
class, ethnicity, sexual orientation and age and less so, religion, marital status and lone 
parenthood. Gove bracketed all the alleged restrictiRQVDVµOHIW-ZLQJSUHVFULSWLRQV¶$OL: 
72) although discriminating against older applicants or single parents, for instance, might 
VHHPPRUHFRQVHUYDWLYHDQGWUDGLWLRQDOLVWWKDQµOHIWZLQJ¶ 
HHDGOLQHVVXFKDVµWRRZKLWHPLGGOHFODVVDQGKHWHURVH[XDOWRDGRSW¶(Daily Mail, 5 October 
2011) highlight the threat to traditional adoption, alongside approval of same sex couples as 
parents. However, as Cosis Brown and Cocker (2008) and others have noted the 
breakthrough on same sex adoption in the ACA02 was only partial, with rising numbers yet 
VWLOOµKHWHURQRUPDWLYH¶UHTXLUHPHQWVLQFOXGLQJRQJHQGHUUROHVDQGW\SLFDOO\PDWFKLQJZLWK
FKLOGUHQGHHPHGµdifficult WRSODFH¶Hicks, 2005).   
Unsurprisingly, given the predominantly middle class status of approved adopters, evidence 
of bias has been overwhelmingly anecdotal, typically the product of aggrieved applicants and 
willing media. The accounts tend to be highly stylised and spun to emphasise the PC 
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absurdity of the process, with for example applicants reportedly refused because they µhad 
WRRPDQ\ERRNV¶ (Douglas and Philpot, 2003: 166). The sub-text is one of status and 
deservingness and the outrageousness of PC rejection. Meanwhile, alternative workings of 
class fall under the radar, as when a report for Birmingham City Council expressed concerns 
that the adoption process may be favouring those with higher incomes (Strategy Research 
Team, 2012). 
Without doubt, however, race and ethnicity have been the totemic issues within struggles 
over PC, with the alleged proscription of transracial adoption by far the most commonly cited 
barrier across the adoption field. The orthodoxy of preference for ethnic matching (based on 
issues of racial-/ethnicised identities and the context of pervasive racism) arose from anti-
racist struggles in the 1980s, but has been under regular and growing attack for its perceived 
rigidities and PC underpinnings (Gaber and Aldridge, 1994; aXWKRU¶VRZQ). In 
particular, it is blamed by critics for denying BME children the chance of adoption while 
DJHQFLHVVHHNDµSHUIHFWHWKQLFPDWFK¶ZKHQZKDWPDWWHUVFUXFLDOO\LVlove. Yet this portrayal 
can be seen as highly simplistic, whether in terms of explaining ethnicised patterns of 
adoption and alternative exit routes from care (Owen and Statham, 2009), the practices of 
adoption agencies (Dance et al. 2010) or broader racialized dynamics within adoption (Ali, 
2014).  
After successive warnings from their predecessors about its over-emphasis, the coalition 
JRYHUQPHQWOHJLVODWHGLQWKH&)$WRUHPRYHWKHGXW\WRFRQVLGHUµHWKQLFLW\¶ (religious 
persuasion, racial origin and cultural and linguistic background) in adoption decisions against 
significant opposition in Parliament. However, comparative rates of BME adoption have 
shown little change since the reform, suggesting that legislative change has had limited 




Reforming the adoption system  
Having identified DQµDQWL-DGRSWLRQFXOWXUH¶, the coalition and Conservative governments 
introduced a range of counter-measures which can be considered under the headings of 
performance management, organisational change and adoption support.  
Although generally eschewing its predecessors¶FRPSLODWLRQ RIµOHDJXHWDEOHV¶the coalition 
government justified their use in the case of adoption (DfE, 2012). It was claimed that they 
would not distort decision making, yet the scorecard defined higher adoption figures as 
µbetter¶ up to (though not reaching!) 100 per cent of those leaving care (Fenton-Glynn, 2016).  
Reprising a long running campaign, local authorities were exhorted to work more closely, 
through partnership or commissioning arrangements, with voluntary adoption agencies. 
Although this is partly based on the ODWWHU¶Vperceived good record of family finding (Groves, 
2010), they have overwhelmingly been spared media and political ire over PC (e.g. lower 
rates of transracial placements have been framed positively, as a sign of their ability to recruit 
BME families). Unlike their predecessors (PIU, 2000) the coalition and Conservative 
governments have not openly floated ideas of (partial) privatisation of adoption services, but 
have supported the use of social impact bonds to boost adoption numbers (DfE, 2012). In 
2015, it was announced that adoption services would be reorganised along regional lines, a 
process which is ongoing.   
Superficially, adoption support offers a less conflictual territory, but there are important 
WHQVLRQVQRWOHDVWUHIOHFWLQJWKRVHEHWZHHQDGRSWLRQDVµUHSDUDWLYHSDUHQWLQJ¶DQG
µDXWRQRPRXVIDPLO\OLIH¶/XFNRFNDQG+art, 2005). These tensions have been prominent 
during the reform period, with better support being seen as a bargaining chip for increasing 
adoptions (Expert Working Group on Adoption, 2012), yet some reluctance on the part of 
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government to be seen as over-generous. Support for adopters has increased significantly 
over the past two decades, involving progressive harmonisation with other parents ± in areas 
such as parental leave and pay ± and foster carers, in terms of children having similar priority 
for school admissions and access to mental health services. As in other areas of the system, 
birth parents can EHVHHQDVWKHµSRRUUHODWLRQV¶LQDGRSWLRQVXSSRUW/REE\JURXSVKDYH
regularly had to challenge government omissions (Smeeton and Boxall, 2009; Jones, 2016) 
and on occasion explicit statements that services for birth parents would require an 
unwelcome diversion of resources (Cullen, 2005). 
 
Discussion. 
Around the time of completing this article, BASW reported from its enquiry into ethics and 
human rights in UK adoption (Featherstone et al, 2018). Based on both stakeholder inputs 
and focus group discussions, and attempting to be even-handed in its addressing of the 
adoption triangle, the enquiry nonetheless placed a very strong emphasis on the injustices 
faced by birth families, reflecting its instigation and balance of contributions towards critics 
of adoption. Key themes included the impact of austerity on poor families, lack of 
ameliorative resources and tight timescales. Post-adoption, the (near total) severance of 
relationships between adopted children and birth family members was portrayed as unjust and 
damaging to both. The language of ethics and human rights was somewhat vague within the 
report, but it conveyed a clear message that contemporary practice is lacking in these 
respects, especially in its treatment of birth parents/families in non-consensual adoptions. 
5HVSRQVHVIURPRWKHUFKLOGZHOIDUHRUJDQLVDWLRQVZKLOHV\PSDWKHWLFWRWKHHQTXLU\¶V
arguments on austerity and the need for better adoption support, were keen to defend 
adoption as a valid option for maltreated children and the general robustness of legal 
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frameworks that enshrine ethical practice and human rights (Association of Directors of 
CKLOGUHQ¶VServices, 2018; Simmonds, 2018). Seen as a significant initiative in the worlds of 
adoption and social work, the enquiry attracted limited media attention (in the national press 
for instance, receiving modest coverage only in the Guardian) and no explicit governmental 
response.  
Within inevitably nuanced positions, it has been argued here that opposing sides within the 
adoption wars show clear affinities with those in the culture wars. In a conservative/orthodox 
framing, adoption is typically seen as a win-win for (deserving) needy children and loving 
parents, superior to alternatives and fiscally advantageous. Ideally, it should enshrine the 
autonomy of the adoptive family and uphold conventional family forms. There is often 
nostalgia, whether for closed adoption or the restoration of voluntary relinquishment. By 
contrast, a liberal/progressive view will emphasise the impact of inequality and poverty on 
ELUWKIDPLOLHVDQGWKHVWDWH¶VGXW\WRVXSSRUWWKHPWKURXJKUHGLVWULEXWLRQDQGUHOHYDQWFKLOG
welfare services. Here, adoption should reflect the diversity of family forms and with varying 
degrees of radicalism, there will be a thrust to reduce the use of (plenary) adoption. In the 
child welfare world, this division is complicated by those who may identify strongly with 
much of the liberal/progressive position yet see significant use of adoption as an appropriate 
µFKLOG-FHQWUHG¶UHVSRQVHWRFDVHVRImaltreatment (Ward and Brown, 2016).  
Debates on inequality have pitted those who accord it a central importance in understanding 
the genesis of child welfare concerns and interventions against those who refute any causal 
link between poverty and maltreatment (though some may still recognise its significance). 
Both positions have their Achilles heels. Neglecting structural factors risks perpetuating the 
conditions for abuse and neglect and pathologising families, while too strong a focus on 
addressing inequalities offers only a partial story and may leave children vulnerable. 
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Alongside discussion of distributional justice, with its close links to poverty and inequality, 
DFFRXQWVRIVRFLDOMXVWLFHKDYHDOVRLQFUHDVLQJO\IRFXVHGRQPDWWHUVRIµUHFRJQLWLRQ¶
(Newman and Yates, 2008) and there have been various applications to (child and family) 
social work (see e.g. Garrett, 2010; Houston, 2010) including its relational aspects (Turney, 
2012). While issues of (mis)recognition may be relevant to all members of the adoption 
triangle, they are perhaps particularly pertinent to birth family members both pre- and post-
adoption.  
Conceptualisations of social justice are famously divergent in their political underpinnings 
(Newman and Yeates, 2008) and it is worth noting that the coalition government included 
increased adoption as a measure of its achievement of social justice (HM Government, 2014). 
From a more critical and family-oriented stance, Gupta et al (2016) have explored the 
potential for a capabilities approach pioneered by Sen and Nussbaum to move child welfare 
away from what they regard as a focus on parental pathology towards providing greater 
support. In the US, adoption policies have been judged to fail key Rawlsian principles, on 
liberties and inequalities (Whitt-Woosley and Sprang, 2014) while in the UK, it has been 
DUJXHGWKDWODZVIDFLOLWDWLQJDGRSWLRQZLWKRXWFRQVHQWZRXOGEHXQOLNHO\LI5DZOV¶VµYHLORI
LJQRUDQFH¶DSSOLHG/DZVRQ,QWHUHVWLQJO\WKLVJURZLQJOLWHUDWXUHRQVRFLDOMXVWLFHKDV
only fleetingly tackled tensions between children and parents/families, while the voices of 
children have also been largely absent from the adoption wars, as different forms of 
paternalism dominate. 
After the hotter phases of the early coalition government years, the adoption wars seem to 
have cooled and reached an uneasy µtruce¶. The combined effects of legislation, 
organisational change (regionalisation), departure of key players such as Narey, Gove and 
Cameron, and perhaps the preoccupations of Brexit appear to have pushed adoption reform 
down the list of political priorities. The decline in adoptions and placement orders was noted 
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earlier (although they remain at historically fairly high levels) and the once sustained media 
pressure for reform has abated.  
What then are the prospects for peaceful resolution to the adoption wars? Competing 
SHUVSHFWLYHVUHIOHFWDOWHUQDWLYHµLPDJLQDULHV¶RIFKLOGZHOIDUHDQGJHQHUDWHGLYHUJHQWPRUDO
imperatives with respect to children and families. A key factor is the construction of 
FKLOGUHQ¶s µEHVWLQWHUHVWV¶DQGWKH degree to which these are understood as (potentially) 
separate from, or tied to, birth family relationships (Featherstone et al., 2018). A related 
question is whether child welfare outcomes are framed individually or with a more collective, 
structural and politicised inflection (Fox Harding, 1991). In turn, these tensions point to 
different models for adoptive families in terms of openness. While the attendant conflicts are 
unlikely to disappear, there is potential for research evidence and dialogue to narrow 
differences. This includes on the crucial question of post-adoption contact, while a more 
FORVHO\VKDUHGXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIDGRSWLRQDVDµODVWUHVRUW¶PD\DOORZPRUHHIIHFWLYHXSZDUG
pressure on government both to support families of children in need and adoption where it 
takes place. The policy and practice challenges of this should not, however, be 
underestimated. Studies in the UK (Child Welfare Inequalities Project, 2017) and Canada 
(McLaughlin et al, 2015) respectively, have found that social workers frequently struggle to 
see addressing poverty or promoting social justice as part of their work, some questioning 
their relevance to child welfare, while others cite organisational and resource constraints as 
barriers. Moreover, deepening local government austerity may tighten those constraints 
further, and beyond the child welfare domain, adoption retains a default popularity in media 
and political circles that make future drives highly likely. Conversely, an albeit disparate 
opposition has gained some traction in highlighting the problems faced by families of 
children in need, improving support for alternative forms of permanence and checking the 
JRYHUQPHQW¶VSODQVIRUYDVWO\LQFUHDVHGDGRSWLRQIURPVWDWHFDUH. It appears safe to assume 
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that adoption wars will continue, but their intensity, conduct and course remain as difficult to 
predict as ever.  
 
Note 
1 The focus here is primarily on England, rather than the UK, because the intense conflicts 
described have primarily occurred in the former, while the radical nature and tone of the 
FRDOLWLRQJRYHUQPHQW¶VUHIRUPs have not generally been replicated in other UK countries. 
However, the respective adoption systems are broadly similar and that is reflected in citations 
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